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AN HISTORICAL LOOK AT WOMEN AND VOLUNTEER WORK IN CANADA 
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During Womens History Month, in this International 
Year of Volunteers, we celebrate the thousands of 
women who influenced the evolution of Canadian 
society through volunteering. In Canada*, 54 

per cent of volunteers are women. In fact, over four 
million Canadian women aged 15 and over 
participate in formal volunteer activities. That's 

33 per cent of all Canadian women! Even greater 
numbers — 75 per cent of women aged 15 and 
over — participate in informal volunteer activities 
outside their home, such as helping others with 
housework, childcare, taking care of sick or elderly 
people. On average, Canadian women spend 146 


hours per year on volunteer activity. 


Canadian women have a long tradition of volunteering. 


From the earliest days of Canada’s development asa 
nation, mutual aid and cooperation were integral 
parts of the daily life of pioneer families as they 
adapted to their new lives and faced the rigours of the 
Canadian climate. Native women also played a crucial 
role in the fur trade industry, acting as volunteer 
interpreters or intermediaries between fur-trade 
companies and the Natives. Thanadelthur, a 


Chipewyan Dene woman, gained a reputation as 


volunteer interpreter and a peacemaker in the 
consolidation and expansion of the English fur trade 
on Western Hudson Bay in the early decades of the 
ee century. 


Until the influx of women in the paid work force in 
the later half of the 20" century, volunteering was 
one of the few socially sanctioned extra-domestic 
activities available to women. The legacies of the 
women who have participated in volunteer activity 
are impressive and countless. Through gifts of time 
and money, Canadian women volunteers have built 
institutions, provided charitable services, challenged 
social injustice, opened doors and secured several 


women’s rights, including the right to vote. 


This booklet provides a general overview of the 
diversity of volunteering by women throughout the 
history of Canada. 
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and Social Assistance 


Canadian women played a major volunteer role in the areas of social assistance and public charities 
until governments started to assume more responsibility and funding of such needs in the middle of 


the 20" century. 


Among other things, religious congregations of women were key in raising orphan children, running 
hospitals and homes for seniors as well as creating various charities in Canada. As 

early as 1639, Hospitaller Sisters managed the first medical mission in New France, coming to the 
aid of the Iroquois. Located in Sillery, outside the fortress of Québec City, it was the 

forerunner for the Hétel-Dieu de Québec, the first hospital in New France. In 1737, Marguerite 
d’Youville along with three other women, rented a house to help the poor. To ensure respectability 
with the influential Catholic Church, the women established the religious order called Sisters of 


Charity, commonly known as the Grey Nuns. 


Sustained by their faith, lay women often worked through their churches and ladies auxiliaries to 
meet the needs of their parish, undertake charitable causes and soodwill gestures or provide religious 
education. Depending on their denomination, these groups were known as sewing circles, ladies’ aids, 


mothers’ meetings or suilds. 


Women’s Missionary Societies, established largely between 1870 and 1925 for evangelization 
purposes and to help the needy overseas and locally, demanded little commitment of time outside the 
home, and attracted a large number of women. Membership involved paying dues, sewing articles for 
sale to raise money for the needy and attendance at a mission meeting when possible. Some members 
prepared boxes of clothes and medications to be shipped to foreign missions, raised funds for the 


construction of hospitals and schools, while others joined missions outside Canada. 


In rural communities, many women also acted in a voluntary capacity as midwives until the establishment 
of training schools for lay nurses 1n 
the 18'70s. Women such as Harriet Tubman, were essential to the 
success of the “Underground Railroad”, helping fugitive 
ine terug hay Plt aver tire ugh a loose network of safe houses. 
women have played a key role in 
benevolent societies, especially in Nova Scotia and southern Ontario. Women were typically assigned the 
task of raising money for their churches and schools, providing food at church functions and clothing for 
the impoverished. They also played a central role in organizing celebrations to commemorate the abolition 
of slavery in the British Empire. Women such as Harriet Tubman, were essential to the success of the 
“Underground Railroad”, helping fugitive slaves through a loose network of safe houses. Black women 


sometimes formed all-female associations, and one of the earliest known groups was the Queen Victoria 


Benevolent Society founded in 1840 to offer aid to indigent women and fugitive slaves. 


Jewish women also worked together to serve the particular needs of their community inside and outside the 
country. The National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, founded in Toronto in 1897, supported schools, 
scholarships, orphanages, and summer camps. From the turn of the 20" century until 1916, Jewish 
women organized Zionist women’s societies and groups throughout Canada such as the Daughters of Zion 
in Toronto and Montréal. In 1917, Zionist women’s groups joined to form a national body, the Canadian 
Hadassah- WIZO Organization, dedicated to the support of health, social welfare and educational programs 
in Israel and to the enrichment of Jewish life in Canada. 
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Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) where they helped parents visiting the soldiers, organized game and 


recreation evenings, ran canteens, etc. They were also encouraged to correspond with soldiers who were on 


duty abroad. 


Along with the Canadian Red Cross Society and the YWCA, a number of other organizations founded in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s, were champions of women’s volunteer efforts during the wars — 
organizations such as the Women’s Institutes, the Imperial Order 
Daughters of the Empire (LODE), the National Council of Women 
of Canada, the National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, the 
Fédération [nationale] des femmes canadiennes-francaises, the 
Fédération nationale Saint-Jean-Baptiste and the Cercles des 
fermidres du Québec. 


Well before the armed forces began recruiting women, women 
organized unofficial paramilitary groups in cities across the 
country — organizations such as the British Columbia Women's 
Services Corps, Women's Voluntary Reserve Corps also called the 
“Canadian Beavers” in Quebec, in Ontario and in the Maritimes, 
the Canadian Red Cross Corps in western Canada, and among 
francophone women, /e Corps de réserve national féminin and la 
Réserve canadienne feminine. Nearly 7,000 women were actively 
volunteering in these groups. They created their own command 
structure and many adopted a military-style uniform with a 
beret or even armbands. These women trained in auto 


mechanics, as well as handling and use of light arms. Some 


learned Morse Code, the tasks of the quarter-master or map 
reading, while still others specialized in administration and first 
aid. Members pressured the federal sovernment to officially recognize these auxiliary forces or create a 


womens army corps. Despite this, none of the volunteer sroups was officially recognized when the federal 


. ? YY ° 
sovernment created the Canadian Women’s Army Corps in 1941. 


and Political Change 


Early Women’s Organizations 


Canada entered an era of social reform soon after Confederation in 1867. Social women reformers 
placed a great emphasis on issues such as child welfare, public health, female and child labour, suffrage, 


temperance and education. 


One of the earliest organizations of volunteer women to effect social change in Canada was the Woman's 
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), originating in Owen, Ontario in 1874 as an ecumenical 
organization whose aim was to lessen the sale of alcohol and to prohibit its manufacture. Members believed 
the increasing consumption of liquor was a threat to the stability of Canadian society and the cause of 


unemployment, disease, poverty and immorality. 


Realizing that many of their reformist goals would remain unfulfilled as long as they had no legitimate 
voice in government, social reform women’s organizations came to view the issue of suffrage as key to their 
Soals. In 1891, the WCTU formally endorsed women’s suffrage at all levels of sovernment. Established 
nationwide, it soon became a leader in the suffrage movement. The Manitoba WCTU became particularly 
active and founded the Manitoba Equal Franchise Club in 1894, the first English-speaking suffrage 
organization west of Ontario. The Icelandic women’s community was also active in Manitoba, founding 


the prairie’s first women’s suffrage association around 1890. 


The first association dedicated to the right for women to vote came in 1876 with the arrival of the Toronto 
Womens Literary Club, founded by Die Emily Howard Stowe. Seven years later, the club changed its name to 


the Canadian Women's Suffrage Association to reflect its true mission. 


In Newfoundland, the Ladies’ Reading Room created in 1909 was crucial in the development of the 
suffrage movement, providing a social space where women could hold debates, hear lectures on women’s 
rights and access a selection of papers and magazines. Other suffrage organizations included the Women’s 
Enfranchisement Association of New Brunswick founded in 1894, the Montreal Suffrage Association and the 


Winnipeg (later Manitoba) Political Equality League both founded in 1912, and the Newfoundland Women's 
Franchise League, founded in 1920. 


Despite obstacles and disagreements, volunteer women continued their campaign for suffrage. 

The turning point finally came in 1916 when the vigorous suffrage campaign waged by western women 

culminated in their enfranchisement in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta. A year later Ontario and 
British Columbia followed suit, and women in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island and 
Newfoundland — a British colony until 1949 — won the right to vote shortly after, At the federal level, 

women won the right to vote in 1918 — except Aboriginal women living on reserves won the same right 


many years later in 1960. 


In contrast to what was happening in the rest of Canada, the women’s suffrage movement took longer to catch on in 
Quebec. In 1921, the Comité du suffrage provincial comprising francophone and anglophone women took over the 
work of the Montreal Suffrage Association. The fight became particularly harsh as women faced constant opposition 
from civil authorities and the Church. In 1926, Idola St-Jean founded the Alliance canadienne pour le vote des 
femmes du Québec. In 1928, Thérése Casgrain, president of the Comité du 
suffrage provincial changed the Committee's name to Ligue des drorts de la 
femme and enlarged its mandate. Year after year, volunteer feminists of 
these two associations asked for the right to vote. They finally got it in 
April 1940. 


Meanwhile, other women’s volunteer organizations were also 
taking shape in Canada. The first YWCA was founded in 1870 
in Saint John, New Brunswick. Within five years, local 


associations were also {ounded in Toronto, Montréal, Québec 
City and Halifax and, in 1893,a national body was formed. 
With the help of volunteers, YWCA helped immigrant women and young women coming from the 
farms to adjust to city life. They also ran employment bureaus and room registries for young women, 


homes and training centres for girls in trouble with the law, socia! and fitness clubs, summer camps 


and libraries. 


In 1893, the National Council of Women of Canada, a federation of women’s volunteer organizations 
dedicated to improving society and, in particular, concerned with women’s needs, 
was founded and locals were created across 


Volunteers in Elizabeth Fry Societies advocated 


the nation. 


changes to the criminal justice system, especially as 
it affected the lives of women. 


Among francophone women, the Fédération 
nationale Saint-Jean- Baptiste was created in 
1907 to help girls and women with their education and to improve the conditions of working women in 
Quebec. The Fédération [nationale] des femmes canadiennes-francaises was created in 1914 to encourage 
French-Canadian women to srow in the areas of education, economy, culture and politics while protecting 


the French culture. 


The Girl Guide movement was introduced in Canada in 1910 to promote the emotional, physical, 
intellectual and spiritual well-being of girls and young women through value-based programs. In 1912, 


the Big Sisters program, which matches female volunteers with needy girls in a One-on-one relationship, 


was initiated in Canada by the YWCA of Toronto. 


During the 1940s and 1950s, Elizabeth Fry Societies were established throughout British Columbia and 
Ontario to help girls and women in conflict with the law. Volunteers offered one-on-one emotional 
support and training in life skills and basic education to women in prison, on parole or probation, or back 
in the community. They also advocated changes to the criminal justice system, especially as it affected the 


lives of women. 


Rural Communities and Agriculture 


By the first decades of the 20" century, as rural women anticipated the challenge of urbanization and 
wanted to overcome the problems of isolation and depopulation, a variety of associations and clubs had 
been established for rural women. Some were national and international in scope, while others were 
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Women Grain Growers’ Association of Saskatchewan, founded in 1914 and the United Farm Women of Alberta 
founded in 191 6, were also active in the Prairies. Among francophone women, the Cercles des fermidres du 
Québec, was founded in 1 915 under the auspices of the Ministry of Agriculture to control the rural 
exodus, and the Union catholique des fermiéres de l'Ontario was founded around 1937. 


Women’s Liberation 


The late 1960s and early 1970s saw the birth of the women’s liberation movement. Women from coast to 
coast got together to form sroups — run mostly by volunteers. Some were consciousness raising groups, but 
others quickly turned to concrete action, providing abortion services, health centres, feminist magazines, 

militant theatre, day care, shelters for abused women, rape crisis centres and self-help groups. For example, 


the first rape crisis centre, the Vancouver Rape Relief, was 


opened in 1973. 


Women’s groups across the nation also mobilized to win what r 

they regarded as long overdue recognition of women’s lesal , Ye O a re) fe 
rights and a redefinition of the status of women in Canadian a 
society. Women demanded equal wages for work equal to that 
of men, paid maternity leave, promotions on the same basis 
as those offered to men, elimination of sexual harassment 
and sexual exploitation of women through pornography and 


beauty contests. 


In 1966, la Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ) was 

created. In that same year, the Committee for the Equality of Women in Canada (CEWC) was founded in 
Toronto to pursue the rights of women in Canada. The Committee immediately began a campaign to pressure 
the federal sovernment to establish a Royal Commission on the Status of Women. Thirty-two volunteer 
women-driven organizations representing more than two million women, successfully lobbied the federal 


sovernment and, the following yeat, the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada was created. 


eo ~y * . & _ 4 1% 7 
Following Alte report {om ie Royal Commission on the Status of Women in 1970, new womens organizations, 


whose major concern was the implementation of the Commission’s report, began to appear. In 1972, the 


National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) was founded and provincial voluntary status of women’s 


sroups were established in each province. 


Canadian women volunteers also played an important role in including equality provisions into the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. In 1981, more than 1,000 Canadian women gathered in Ottawa 
to express their concerns on the wording of the equality provision in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 


the proposed new Constitution. Their effort paid off when the final version of Section 15 was modified and 


Section 28, a specific women’s equality rights section to back up the guarantees of equality of Section 15, 


was also included. 


Following the momentum gained by the women’s movement, women of colour, Aboriginal women, 


immigrant women, Jewish and Muslim women, physically-challenged women and lesbians felt excluded 


from the “white middle-class” mainstream feminist movement. As a result, local, provincial and national 


> 
5 


al Archives-of-Canada/PA1762103 


groups mushroomed to address their diverse needs. 
Organizations like the Congress of Black Women of Canada 
(1973), the Native Women's Association of Canada (1974), the 
Canadian Council of Muslim Women (1982), the Réseau national 
d'action éducation femmes (RNAEF) (1983), Pauktuutit — the 
Inurt Women’s Association (1984), the Disabled Women’s 
Network (DAWN) Canada (1985), the National Organization of 
Immigrant and Visible Minority Women of Canada (NOIVM WC) 
(1986), and the Métis National Council of Women (1992) 

were all established. 


Native women also mounted campaigns for better living 
conditions and rights. In 1985, after a long legal battle lead 
by Aboriginal activists — such as Mary Two-Axe Early, 


Jeanette Corbiére Lavell, Yvonne Bédard and women of the Tobique Reserve in New Brunswick — the 


Indian Act was amended, restoring status and right to band membership for native women who had lost 


their status through marriage to a non-Aboriginal. 


Globalization 


Globalization of the economy and the impoverishment of women, as well as violence against women, have 
increasingly become major concerns for equality-seeking sroups at all levels. For instance in 1995, the 
Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ) initiated a Women’s March Against Poverty (the Bread and Roses 
March) where three contingents of 850 women marched for ten days to the Quebec Legislative Assembly 
to win action on nine demands related to economic justice. In 1996, a similar women’s march against 
poverty was organized by the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) and the Canadian 
Labour Congress. Women in over 80 communities across Canada took part in this event. Thousands of 
women marched on Parliament Hill demanding government action on jobs and justice. In 2000, more 
than 5,200 sroups from 161 countries and territories participated in the World March of Women in the Year 
Z000 a slobal initiative spearheaded by the FFO, to identify and advocate critical actions to be taken by 
sovernments to eliminate women’s poverty and violence against women. After several months of 
community-building and public awareness activities, the Canadian Women’s March Committee (CWMC), 
representing 24 national organizations active in women’s equality, justice, and rights issues, presente a3 
immediate demands to the Government of Canada. The Canadian March activities culminated on 
Parliament Hill in Ottawa on October 15, 2000 where thousands of women, men and children 
participated in the largest show of support for women’s rights in Canadian history. Women also took an 


active role in the organization of the People's Summit, a parallel summit to the Summit of the Americas, held 


in April 2001 in Québec City. 
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The voluntary sector is, without a doubt, one of the major pillars of Canadian society. However, 
despite the fact that it has allowed, and continues to allow, numerous women to become 
emancipated, to escape their isolation, and to take their place in society while participating fully in 
its evolution, some women consider volunteering to be a double-edged sword. The very nature of 


the volunteer’s role can also lend itself to a form of exploitation of women’s labour. 


By highlishting the volunteer contributions of Canadian women during Women’s History Month, 
we are recognizing the extent, the diversity and the crucial value of voluntary action of women in 
this country. We hope this recognition will lead to a sreater appreciation of women’s volunteer 


contributions and will inspire you to investigate further on the topic. 
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